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Statement of Creative Intent 

Andrew Carnegie’s instantiating promise, “my heart is in the work”, concludes his letter to the 

Mayor of Pittsburgh offering funding for what is now Carnegie Mellon University. This statement of 

passion and good intention, representing Carnegie’s commitment to his endeavour, has since taken on 

new significance in the propaganda, parlance, and ideology of the institution and its community. Since its 

inception as a technical institute, the school has focused on producing “laborers” (Carnegie). This 

emphasis on work and outcome has set-up a narrow rubric by which life at the university is aligned and 

measured. Therefore, more than a century later, the institution attracts applicants, motivated to secure a 

future for themselves, who are quickly conditioned to perform daily deference to work. “Orientation” 

critiques the mechanisms that frame “work” as the center of the Carnegie Mellon University student’s 

life. It exposes the way sacrifice for success is naturalized and kept status quo through the signifying 

practices and expectations of students and the university. I unpack the third order significations that 

perpetuate this arrangement of reality, such as myth and ideograph, by pointing to the way an education at 

the university is branded as an investment and the process by which community members perpetuate 

stress and hyperreal standards of achievement by performing work. 

Whereas Carnegie’s original declaration signaled his dedication, its current use is a perversion out 

of context. The “heart” is given over to “the work” with no conditions or foresight. It is a compulsory, 

normative, total act woven into the framing, culture, and behavior of the university’s constituents. The 

passion inscribed in Carnegie’s “my heart is in the work” is now conflated with expectations for 

unconditional investment, achievement, and success. The work becomes who I am. I become the work. If 

not, I am in opposition and minority, a precarious site of resistance. This linguistic and cultural crisis is 

perpetuated and reified in two key ways. First, through the fundamental reliance of the university’s brand 

and appeal on the concepts of work and success. Second, through the daily actions of students and faculty 

who publicly perform busyness, stress, work, and success while reserving pause, doubt, and failure for the 

private sphere. 

I trace the formation of the university’s practices and spirit around work as the root cause of the 

community’s chronic crises: stress culture, productive precarity, and thus psychiatric exacerbation. The 
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high cost of an education at this institution drives many students to rationalize this burden as a necessary 

evil, as an investment in their future, thus placing a high amount of pressure on the successful execution 

of their time as students in order to secure the best possible job, often equated with a popular company or 

exquisite salary. Thus, I am curious how the purchasing decision to attend Carnegie Mellon University, 

and the myths that massage such a decision, constructs a certain psychology and dogma before a student 

even crosses the threshold. The intervention détourns the rhetorical documents the university produces 

and distributes to denaturalize the reification of this motivated perversion and attunement. 

Furthermore, after matriculation, students assume the role of determined, committed, and destined 

job candidate, scripted and directed by the pressures of the academic environment, the behavior and 

norms they observe around them, and the call to greatness, to innovation, to fill the shoes—to become and 

outdo ‘the founders’. Thus, a limited set of social fronts are presented as acceptable for performing 

membership within the community. These fronts are made up of an appearance and manner of stress, 

tiredness, busyness, little time, poor health, and lack of self-care. The intervention points to the way 

community members decode the university’s rhetoric, whose meanings issue into ideology and practice, 

resulting in a performance of commitment to work which confines students to a constant reaching towards 

a hegemonic archetype of the laboring, infallible, and destined CMU student. 

 

Theoretical Framing 

Since Carnegie’s penning of his concluding promise, “I am in a position to assure you … that my 

heart is in the work”, the leadership of the University has excised the final phrase, emptying it out and 

filling it with labor. Between the mythology around our founder’s instantiation of this ‘unofficial motto’, 

the ideographs of ‘work’, ‘success’, and ‘innovation’ circulated by the university, and the resulting 

influence on the community’s ideology and practices, the ‘CMU Experience’ is prescriptively narrow and 

fundamentally constrained. These symbolic forces motivate continuous performance and the continuous 

performance of this performance. As if this emphasis on productivity was not enough, these unquestioned 

terms and conditions further demand not only synchronous performance, but submission of the body, the 

heart, and its passion to ‘the work’. Barthes’ myth, McGee’s ideograph, Hall’s ‘complex structure in 

dominance’ of circulation, Goffman’s performance of social fronts, and Weeks’ critique of “love your 

work” literature provide critical framings that lend a hand to the deconstruction of ‘work’ at Carnegie 

Mellon University and guide the televisual application of DeBord’s technique of détournement. 

Barthes’ discussion of the second-order semiological systems, or myths, introduces discussion of 

motivated metalanguage, the naturalization of a synthetic concept as historical, and the depoliticization of 
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intentional ideological intervention. Whereas first-order order signification, such as the relationship of 

t-r-e-e and the tall leafy plant that provides shade, is arbitrary, an innocent relationship, “mythical 

signification, on the other hand, is never arbitrary; it is always in part motivated.” (Barthes 9). Barthes 

recognizes that the formation of myth is an editorial process, “anything but partial”, in which many 

features of the language object are dropped, keeping only the most salient; those that serve the 

signification (9). However, this intentionality falls a way and the resulting myth is taken for granted. 

Myth makes use of history and its signifiers to naturalize a concept through a familiar form, a 

sleight of malicious manipulation: 

What the world supplies to myth is an historical reality, defined, even if this goes back quite a 

while, by the way in which men have produced or used it; and what myth gives in return is a 

natural image of this reality. And just as bourgeois ideology is defined by the abandonment of the 

name ‘bourgeois’, myth is constituted by the loss of the historical quality of things: in it, things 

lose the memory that they once were made. The world enters language as a dialectical relation 

between activities, between human actions; it comes out of myth as a harmonious display of 

essences. A conjuring trick has taken place; it has turned reality inside out, it has emptied it of 

history and has filled it with nature, it has removed from things their human meaning so as to 

make them signify a human insignificance. The function of myth is to empty reality: it is, 

literally, a ceaseless flowing out, a hemorrhage, or perhaps an evaporation, in short a perceptible 

absence. (Barthes 16) 

The erasure of a myth’s construction is enabled by the ‘emptying out’ of its form and allows for it to 

resound unquestioned, proceed unchallenged, remain untouchable, feign eternity . This hollowness 1

crystallizes the concept, diminishing its ragged edges and catalyzing its circulation and integration into 

common parlance. “Myth does not deny things, on the contrary, its function is to talk about them; simply, 

it purifies them, it makes them innocent, it gives them a natural and eternal justification, it gives them a 

clarity which is not that of an explanation but that of a statement of fact” (Barthes 16). This lucidity cuts 

like a knife through discourse and communal consciousness and shuts down disagreement. 

A myth delivers its a concept as uncontroversial, which makes it difficult, even unpopular or 

prohibitive, to contest. “[M]yth is depoliticized speech. One must naturally understand political in its 

1 “We reach here the very principle of myth: it transforms history into nature. We now understand 
why, in the eyes of the myth consumer, the intention, the adhomination of the concept can remain 
manifest without however appearing to have an interest in the matter: what causes mythical speech to be 
uttered is perfectly explicit, but it is immediately frozen into something natural; it is not read as a motive, 
but as a reason” (Barthes 10). 
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deeper meaning, as describing the whole of human relations in their real, social structure, in their power 

of making the world; one must above all give an active value to the prefix de-: here it represents an 

operational movement, it permanently embodies a defaulting” (Barthes 16). At Carnegie Mellon 

University, “my heart is in the work” is the default. Stress, anxiety, sacrificing, unbounded commitments, 

and going ‘all in’ are the norm; unquestioned, unchallenged, untouchable, eternal. No one questions the 

meaning of Carnegie’s original phrase, his constitution of the university to train manual laborers, nor the 

people or events that fueled the evolution of the University’s production-centric brand and promise of a 

more successful existence. Work and its admiration, potency, and mandate are naturalized, sanctified, and 

depoliticized. 

Carnegie Mellon, its leadership and faculty, minimize the pathology of this community’s 

ideology and the resulting ramifications, washing their hands of complicity for this rhetorical attunement 

to work: 

If we are to describe the trick-of-the- mind which deludes us into believing that we ‘think’ 

with/through/for a ‘society’ to which we ‘belong,’ we need a theoretical model which accounts 

for both ‘ideology’ and ‘myth,’ a model which neither denies human capacity to control ‘power’ 

through the manipulation of symbols nor begs Marx's essential questions regarding the influence 

of ‘power’ on creating and maintaining political consciousness. (McGee 4) 

The university and its communication institutions conveniently escape responsibility for the current state 

of student affairs and would balk at the idea of any political motive or influence over communal 

consciousness, yet gleefully cheer the maintenance of the ideology of ‘work’ at CMU and profit from its 

effects. 

The ideographs of ‘work’, ‘success’, and ‘innovation’ normalize and establish as truth a work 

ethic, outcome, and manner which are at once coercive, impractical, and ultimately grating. The 

ideographs’ rhetorical nature conditions an interpretation of ideology as truth, providing the perfect 

implement of persuasion: 

The falsity of an ideology is specifically rhetorical, for the illusion of truth and falsity with regard 

to normative commitments is the product of persuasion. Since the clearest access to persuasion 

(and hence to ideology) is through the discourse used to produce it, I will suggest that ideology in 

practice is a political language, preserved in rhetorical documents, with the capacity to dictate 

decision and control public belief and behavior” (McGee 4). 

The artifacts of the university’s messaging—from slick videos to admission websites to campus tours to 

post-graduate salary statistics—all capitalize on and maintain ideologies of work and success. They 
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motivate application to the university (# of applicants), acceptance of an offer of admission (yield rate), 

and a submission to expectations of productivity (researcher labor, research dollars) and outcomes (the 

best jobs, high salaries, venture capital, high-impact publications). Political language’s “control [of] 

public belief and behavior” is as powerful as any religion, if not more so, because contradiction signifies a 

personal failing and a violating of behavioral norms marks oneself as a vulnerability, grounds for isolation 

or ostracization. 

Therefore, both perceptually and practically, it is easier to live within the confines of ‘work’ then 

it is to imagine a life outside of it. Ortega “suggests, properly, that language gets in the way of thinking, 

separates us from ‘ideas’ we may have which cannot be surely expressed, even to ourselves, in the usages 

which imprison us” (McGee 9). This has major ramifications for not only the perceptions and 

expectations of one’s time at the university, but fundamentally the proportions of priority, play, and 

personal preference in relation to performance, productivity, and prestige. Ideographs make it clear what 

we have to do to belong: 

Because these terms are definitive of the society we have inherited, they are conditions of the 

society into which each of us is born, material ideas which we must accept to ‘belong.’ They 

penalize us, in a sense, as much as they protect us, for they prohibit our appreciation of an 

alternative pattern of meaning. (McGee 9) 

Ideographs offer a rhetorical form simpler than peeling back the symbol systems that define our reality 

(Burke 48). It is too painful to “peer over the edge” at the cookie cutter patterns a college student may 

discover have molded their journey, their conception of the world, and their role in it (48). Accepting the 

forces that have led to a prescribed present requires leaning into the ‘abyss’, recognizing one’s lack of 

awareness of, consent to, or agency over this construction—an act often too painful to bear after one has 

traveled down this broad path for far too long. In this way, ideographs do ‘protect’ us from the totality of 

their penalty, offering the prohibition of any alternative to maintain blissful ignorance. Yet, sometimes a 

glimpse at the abyss is inevitable, particularly as one’s performance of the ideology of work reaches its 

perfection, leading to a collapse; a terror. This crisis of self impacts the student’s bottom line: not their 

profits but their essential concept of self, well-being, efficacy, purpose, meaning, and future. Cue anxiety, 

depression, and suicidality. 

The construction of ideology is difficult to trace, to disentangle, yet its ideographic representation 

delineates the boundaries of a society. “Such usages as ‘liberty’ define a collectivity, i.e., the outer 

parameters of a society, because such terms either do not exist in other societies or do not have precisely 

similar meanings” (McGee 8). In the words of Carnegie Mellon University's Marketing & 
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Communications wordsmiths, inscribed on the homepage and resounding from the President’s mouth, 

“Andrew Carnegie famously said, ‘My heart is in the work.’ At CMU, we think about work a little 

differently...”. This difference is a key quality used to distinguish our students, alumni, and faculty from 

other institutions, a hallmark of our founding mythology, and the driving margin behind the trauma of an 

experience at CMU. 

Yet, it is incredibly difficult, not to mention blasphemous, to pin down the construction of this 

hyperlocal ideology given its ubiquity throughout the community’s tangible and ephemeral signifying 

practices: 

[A]ny so-called ‘professional’ history provides a record in detail of the events surrounding earlier 

usages of ideographs—indeed, the historian's eye is most usually attracted precisely to those 

situations involving ideographic applications. The more significant record of vertical structures, 

however, lies in what might be called ‘popular’ history. Such history consists in part of novels, 

films, plays, even songs; but the truly influential manifestation is grammar school history, the 

very first contact most have with their existence and experience as a part of a community. 

(McGee 11) 

The shear impact, oppression, and terror of the ideology of work at Carnegie Mellon University is 

impossible to wrap one’s arms around. Not only has it stained the current 14,000 students, but also the 

faculty and staff, the more than 100,000 alumni, countless rejected applicants, and the 360 or more 

‘industry partners’ that function as the university’s clients. 

Unfortunately, there is little light in sight. Even the elite who construct the powerful ideologies 

that ideographs fuel and maintain live within their grasp. “When we consider the impact of ideology on 

freedom, and of power on consciousness, we must be clear that ideology is transcendent, as much an 

influence on the belief and behavior of the ruler as on the ruled” (McGee 5). What hope, then, is there for 

moving beyond our lifeblood? The parasitic relationship of work to our hearts—our relationships, time, 

effort, well-being, and life? This ideology attunes the CMU student for the pursuit of perfection while 

within the ivory tower but then is only reinforced and further constricting beyond these hallowed walls, 

where capitalistic performance reviews praise and fuel further submission to the work—but this time for a 

paycheck! We—the pawn, the university, the society—resort to ‘harm reduction’: to medication, to 

therapy, to wellness, to self-care, to chocolate cake and bath salts. We cannot bear to dig in so we pile on. 

More, more, more! Why throw away the potential for our achievement of ...? The walls of the student 

center, a non-academic space, proclaim, “‘Think of yourself as on the threshold of unparalleled success. A 
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whole, clear, glorious life lies before you. Achieve! Achieve!’ Andrew Carnegie, Founder, Carnegie 

Institute of Technology”. How could you possibly turn down such an offer? 

So how does all this happen? How does it ‘work’? What power or means does an institution of 

higher education, a 501(c)(3), have to create myths or shape ideology? Hall allows us to see that rather 

simple means can have great effect. A few AV geeks, a writer, and a mastermind. A fancy camera, 

computer, and the Adobe Suite. You are all set! The artifacts such training and tools create are not simply 

consumed by their audience—they are decoded through “linked but distinctive moments” (Hall 91). If the 

producers know their stuff and know their community, the meanings they intend to convey will translate 

fully to their receivers, which is achieved through maintenance of this population’s codings through the 

bombardment of more and more artifacts. Hall traces the way a message leaves the studio, enters the 

mind, and issues into the thoughts and actions of its host and their peers: 

Before this message can have an ‘effect’ (however defined), satisfy a ‘need’ or be put to a ‘use’, it 

must first be appropriated as a meaningful discourse and be meaningfully decoded. It is this set of 

decoded meanings which ‘have an effect’, influence, entertain, instruct or persuade, with very 

complex perceptual, cognitive, emotional, ideological or behavioural consequences. In a 

‘determinate’ moment the structure employs a code and yields a ‘message’: at another 

determinate moment the ‘message’, via its decodings, issues into the structure of social practices. 

[…] The typical processes identified in positivistic research on isolated elements—effects, uses, 

‘gratifications’—are themselves framed by structures of understanding, as well as being produced 

by social and economic relations, which shape their ‘realization’ at the reception end of the chain 

and which permit the meanings signified in the discourse to be transposed into practice or 

consciousness (to acquire social use value or political effectivity). (Hall 93) 

Beyond the mechanics of a meaning’s issuance, it is the ‘social use value or political effectivity’ that is 

the endgame, the ‘key performance indicator’, the reason the VP of Marketing keeps getting paid, the 

insidious motive—the thing that makes it all worth it. The reason it will not stop. These “connected 

practices” of circulation frame, groom, and attune the most rabid students, the brightest faculty, the most 

inspired (and wealthiest) donors, and, most importantly, the next generation of ‘founders’. 

The underbelly, the real consequence, the wickedness of the problem, is that these circulated 

messages are not simply that: their surreptitiousness is their issuance into ideology and practice; their 

influence on the values and behaviors of their receivers. They live on through the signifying practices of 

these hosts as they go about membership within the community. They are viral in every way; 

epidemiological. A small handful of marketers and communicators can thus influence thousands. Their 
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message and its ideology are thus replicated through the consumption, sharing, and liking of content. 

They are also issued forth through the performance of the everyday lives of their newly ordained prophets 

and evangelists. 

Performance and media production are time-based acts of signification that specifically tap into 

existing codings of reality to propagate and reinforce the message of an authoring entity. Performance, as 

discussed in Goffman’s The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, signifies at the unit of the individual 

yet is not detached from the performative lexicon of society (17). The individual moves between different 

“fronts”, which make use of a vocabulary of appearances and manners that communicate something about 

the person (Goffman 22). Many students at CMU perform “work” and “dedication” for themselves and 

others by staying up late, taking on numerous commitments, and exhibiting sleepy eyes and caffeinated 

beverages. The university signifies the work and success of its students by encoding the CMU student as a 

certain type of person who goes on to do certain types of things. For example, an ongoing campaign for 

the 50th anniversary of the merger of the Carnegie Institute for Technology and the Mellon Institute 

consists of online profiles of successful students and alumni and placards around campus centered around 

the concept of “founders” (“CMU @ 50”). They say “This is for the… founders, innovators, thinkers, 

artists, pioneers, problem solvers”. Although Hall’s discussion of encoding, decoding, and representation 

came out of televisual media production, his ideas around relying on and altering the codings held by an 

audience can be expanded to print or web media as well (Hall 94). The intervention highlights the process 

by which the branding of CMU seeks to change the ideology and perceptions of the community towards 

these molds. I am interested in how a narrow “CMU Experience” is perpetuated both by personal 

performances and the university’s marketing and communications apparatuses. 

Weeks’ writing on work aids the deconstruction of the naturalization of this pervasive concept; 

this way in which we spend a great portion of our days. “Work is not just defended on grounds of 

economic necessity and social duty; it is widely understood as an individual moral practice and collective 

ethical obligation” (Weeks, Problem With Work 11). While the economic pressure to work is great, it is 

the moral and obligatory call to work that is particularly motivating. Weeks’ writing draws connections 

between how work is defined within society and specifically at CMU. Weeks also makes a distinction 

between the market, where work is sold as an agreement between a person with capital and a person who 

can do labor, and the harsher relation between these same two individuals in the place of production in 

which work is completed (Problem With Work 6). The version of “work” I see presented as the face of 

CMU is that of the marketplace but not the late nights and anxiety of production. 
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Lastly, Weeks’ lecture “Love Your Work”, which highlights the romanticization of work to 

“maximize your performance and achieve your potential”, hones in on the sly power of motivating work 

with love—the ‘heart’ in ‘my’ ‘work’. A love that masquerades someone else’s work for you as your 

passion. Whereas modern “love your work” literature uses happiness in and at work as a motivator above 

and beyond monetary compensation, CMU, always ahead of the curve and innovative, adopted the 

mechanism of “my heart is in the work” more than a century ago. Love is fundamental, personal, 

domestic, private. What happens, though, when one’s love dries up? When passion stales? How 

fundamentally wrecking is such a decentering in an environment where the validity of one’s membership 

hinges upon the faithful pursuit of work and success? Fortunately, the Harvard Business Review comes to 

the rescue, answering this inner anxiety, showing us we are not alone, with the following article: “What to 

Do When Your Heart Isn’t In the Work Anymore?” 

To shape the intervention, I have pulled from DeBord’s rhetorical approach of détournement. It 

has informed my use of existing cultural artifacts to point to the way CMU naturalizes its ideologies 

around work and the cracks in and effects of this veneer. DeBord recognizes “it is the most distant 

détourned element which contributes most sharply to the overall impression”. While not every found 

artifact included in the intervention is incandescent or grand, I have found the subtlest element can 

possess the greatest truth.  
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Creative Artifact 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qdUBJ8FAZ4g  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qdUBJ8FAZ4g

